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By Donald W. Hicks, Ph.D., CPA, Visiting Professor of Accounting, Christopher Newport College 
and Rita P Hull, Ph.D., CPA, CIA, Professor of Accounting, School of Business, Virginia 
Commonwealth University
Language mirrors the way society thinks. 
Until fairly recently, accounting was 
considered to be primarily a 
masculine profession.
English, like all languages in frequent use, is continually 
evolving. Words and expressions that were acceptable and 
understandable in the past may become unacceptable or 
obsolete in the present. By the same token, our present 
language will not be the same language in the future. 
Because words are a primary means of communication, 
they serve many purposes. Words are also a power 
source, and, in that regard, frequently evoke an emotional 
response. Thus, some words and word usages might be 
acceptable to one group and 
unacceptable to another.
In 1961, Webster’s Third 
International Dictionary 
introduced some words into 
ordinary usage that were so 
offensive to such a large 
segment of the population that 
the American Heritage
Dictionary was created as an alternate authority. This 
anecdote is used to illustrate the fact that change in 
language usage and the corresponding acceptance of the 
change in language usage do not necessarily come about 
easily and can vary depending upon the emotional re­
sponse elicited from some words or expressions.
Language mirrors the way society thinks. Until fairly 
recently, accounting was considered to be primarily a 
masculine profession. Bookkeeping, on the other hand, 
was traditionally the domain of women. It was routine to 
see accountants referred to as “he” and bookkeepers as 
“she”. This sex-role stereotyping was not challenged 
because, until the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, it tended to 
correspond to the actual situation.
By the end of the 1970’s, however, the influx of women 
into the paid-labor force was so great that the Wall Street 
Journal featured a major, eight-part series on the “working 
woman” as the most significant change in American life 
since the Industrial Revolution (1978). As a result of the 
feminist movement in the 1960’s and 1970’s, today’s 
accountant is as likely to be a “she” as a “he” and a 
bookkeeper is as likely to be a “he” as a “she.”
Despite these changes, women still have not achieved 
parity in the upper level positions. Some argue this 
disparity may be explained by the theory that women have 
not been in the profession in 
significant numbers long 
enough to progress to the top 
(the so-called pipeline 
theory); others believe at 
least part of the problem may 
be due to gender-biased 
attitudes (Lehman, 1988).
The Role of Language in 
Gender-Biased Attitudes
Sexist language is one of the primary ways in which 
sexism is reinforced and perpetuated in our society 
(Straincamps, 1971). Language socializes people into 
perceptions and attitudes. By excluding, subordinating, or 
stereotyping women, language influences the way people 
perceive and evaluate women and, in turn, results in 
discriminatory attitudes.
Sex role definitions in our language, such as feminine or 
masculine, used to describe “appropriate” behavior for 
women and men can have a negative impact upon mem­
bers of either sex who do not measure up to the linguistic 
standard. The case of Hopkins v. Price Waterhouse is a 
good example of this.
In 1982 Ann Hopkins, a senior manager with Price
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Waterhouse, was denied partnership 
in spite of the fact that she had 
helped generate $34-44 million in 
firm business and had more billable 
hours during the prior than any of 
the other 87 male candidates.
Although her technical qualifications 
were not in doubt, Hopkins was 
advised to take a “course at charm 
school” to learn to look and act more 
feminine so as to improve her 
chances of making partner the 
following year (Lacayo, 1988). A few 
months later, she was advised that 
the partners had decided not to 
reconsider her for partner in the 
following year.
In 1984, Hopkins resigned from 
the firm and filed suit alleging that 
Price Waterhouse was guilty of 
sexual discrimination under Title VII 
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. In 1990, 
after years of litigation, a federal 
district judge ordered Price 
Waterhouse to grant a partnership to 
Hopkins as a remedy for discrimina­
tion based on negative sexual 
stereotypes.
Recognizing the role of 
language in enacting and 
transmitting gender-biased 
perceptions, the AICPA
Special Committee Report 
on the Upward Mobility 




The Myth of Generics - 
Some Evidence
As early as 1913, Parsons (1913), 
in discussing the link between 
sexism and language, observed that 
a linguistic double-standard exists 
which assumes the “superiority of 
man.”
A number of recent studies on the 
role of language in gender percep­
tions, e.g., (Bem and Bem, 1973; 
Dayhoff, 1983; Fiske, 1985; Harrison, 
1975; Kuiper, 1988 and Martyna, 
1978) provide convincing evidence 
that the male-specific “generics” do 
to really function as generics. The 
use of male referents, such as “he” 
and “mankind” when referring to 
both sexes, tend to be interpreted by 
readers and listeners as male only 
rather than male and female. Thus, 
the use of “he,” “his,” “man,” or 
“man”-linked words (e.g., “mankind”) 
tend to make women invisible in the 
English language.
Recognizing the role of language 
in enacting and transmitting gender- 
biased perceptions, the AICPA 
Special Committee Report on the 
Upward Mobility of Women (1988) 
recommends the elimination of male­
specific language:
Employers should review and 
update their organization’s written 
materials to ensure that no sexist or 
gender references exist that might 
have a negative impact on female 
employees. Inappropriate use of 
gender references is discouraging 
and demotivating to female staff 
members (p. 4).
Basis of Current Study
Since the AICPA’s Committee 
recommends that accounting litera­
ture maintain gender neutrality, this 
study was undertaken to determine 
the status of gender-biased language 
in accounting literature. Since words 
are a form of power, the use of male 
nouns and pronouns to represent 
humans in published literature may 
be perceived as an obstacle to the 
upward mobility of women accoun­
tants.
Methodology
There are many forms of account­
ing and business literature such as 
books, journals, professional pro­
nouncements and financial reports. 
The current study examines only 
academic and non-academic journals. 
Academic journals are written 
primarily by and for academicians 
and tend to focus on research 
methodology. Nonacademic journals 
are more practice oriented and 
suggest methods of application. 
Articles in the nonacademic journals 
are written and read by both practi­
tioners and academics.
For purposes of this study two 
random samples, one from academic 
journals and one from nonacademic 
journals, were drawn. The two 
samples were randomly selected 
from the populations prepared by 
Milne and Vent (1987) in which they 
listed seventy nonacademic and 
thirty-six academic journals in which 
accountants publish. Milne and Vent 
based their classification of journals 
upon Cabell’s Directory of Published 
Opportunities in Business and 
Economics (1985) and The Author’s 
Guide to Accounting and Financial 
Reporting Publication (Vargo and 
Agudelo, 1986).
Five journals were randomly 
selected from each of the two 
categories. Additionally, because of 
the wide degree of familiarity among 
accountants with these two journals, 
The Accounting Review and the 
Journal of Accountancy were added to 
the academic and nonacademic 
samples respectively. This resulted in 
a total selection of twelve journals. 
Thus, 24 professional and 24 aca­
demic articles were selected for 
content analysis.
Since words are a form of 
power, the use of male 
nouns and pronouns to 
represent humans in 
published literature may be 
perceived as an obstacle to 
the upward mobility of 
women accountants.
Content Analysis for Sexist 
Language
The investigation focused on two 
related questions. The first was to 
determine the extent, if any, of sexist 
language in accounting and business 
journals. The second concern was to 
evaluate the two categories of 
publications (academic v. 
nonacademic) to determine if they 
differ in the frequency of gender 
discriminatory terminology.
Sexist language can be classified 
into two general categories. The first 
assigns roles or attributes based on 
gender in a manner that tends to 
create or reinforce sex stereotypes; 
the second category tends to exclude 
women, thus causing them to be 
invisible. Using “Guidelines for 
Nonsexist Use of Language” (APA, 
1975) as a standard, a comprehensive
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TABLE 1
Number of Instances of Sexist Language Found per Article 




#1 #2 #3 #4 Total
Accounting Historians Journal 27 2 1 0 30
American Economic Review 8 0 0 0 8
The Accounting Review 6 1 0 0 7
The Journal of Retailing 6 0 0 0 6
Journal of Business Finance & Accounting 2 1 1 0 4







#1 #2 #3 #4 Total
Taxation for Lawyers 41 6 2 0 49
The Journal for Accountancy 28 0 0 0 28
Best’s Review 25 2 1 0 28
The Internal Auditor 5 1 0 0 6
Datamation 4 0 0 0 4
The Certified Accountant 1 1 1 0 3
118
content analysis of the 48 articles was 
performed to determine the extent of 
gender biased language. The follow­
ing three examples, taken from the 
APA Guidelines, were used in the 
current study to identify sexist 
language.
• Personal Pronouns. The use of 
the personal pronoun when the sex 
of the antecedent is unknown. 
Example: "The accountant discussed 
the matter with his client.”
• Man or Man-linked nouns. The 
use of nouns such as “man” or 
“mankind” when referring to hu­
mans. Example: “No man should 
enter into accounting with a knowl­
edge of regulating accounts.”
• Inaccurate terms. The use of 
stereotypes. Examples: “The sales­
man left a message.” “The chairman 
called the meeting to order.”
Discussion of Results
Table 1 summarizes the results of 
the content analysis. The journals are 
listed in descending order according 
to the number of instances of sexist 
language found per journal; the 
articles with the most violations are 
listed in Column #1. As shown in 
Table 1, 173 instances of sexist 
language were found in 23 of the 48 
articles (48%). Of the 12 academic 
and nonacademic journals examined, 
only one academic journal was found 
to be free of discriminatory language.
Table 1 reports the results when 
the academic and professional 
journals are classified separately. As 
indicated in the table, 10 of the 
articles in academic journals (42%) 
and 13 of the articles in professional 
journals (54%) were found to include 
at least one form of sexist language. 
This difference is not statistically 
significant at an alpha level of .10. 
That is, using a chi square statistical 
test, it was determined that differ­
ences in the use of sexist language 
between the tow classifications of 
journals can be attributed to chance.
In one reference guide (Spitz, 
Braden and Ludlow, 1986), the 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing 
Science and the Journal of Retailing, 
are classified as both academic and 
professional. For this reason, two 
alternate tests, one of which elimi­
nated these journals from both the 
academic and nonacademic samples, 
and one of which included these two 
journals in both samples, were 
performed. The results remained 
unchanged; that is, no statistically 
significant differences were observed 
between academic and nonacademic 
journals using alternative classifica­
tion schemes.
... content analysis 
revealed that references 
to women tended to be 
strikingly absent in 
most of the articles.
Additional Observations
There were a significant number of 
personal pronouns used when the 
sex of the referenced person was 
known. Since this usage is not 
considered sexist, these pronouns 
were not counted as sexist language 
in the current study. Nonetheless, it 
seems worthy of mention that the 
content analysis revealed that 
references to women tended to be 
strikingly absent in most of the 
articles. Unfortunately, by referenc­
ing top management by gender, the 
majority gender receives a far greater 
number of references. This may give 
readers the unintended impression 
that people of the majority gender 
have more opportunities.
A few articles contained a gender 
factor being reported upon, much 
like the current study. When gender 
was a variable being studied, gender­
specific terms used in that context 
were not counted as sexist language. 
As an example of this type of usage, 
one article referred to “families 
headed by a woman” as a group 
being evaluated. This classification 
was not clearly nonsexist since there 
was neither a parallel grouping of 
“families headed by a man”, nor a 
grouping of “families with both a 
woman and a man as head.” Never­
theless, this type of gender reference 
was not classified as sexist language 
in this study.
Sexist language, when used in 
quotes, was not counted either 
although some may argue that, 
unless it was accompanied by a “sic” 
(denoting that the author was 
quoting verbatum and was not 
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responsible for the error), it should 
have been counted.
Implications
What have we learned? First, 
accounting and business articles are 
not fee from sex-biased language. 
According to the criteria established 
by the APA, 48% of the articles 
examined in this study used sexist 
language. These are published 
articles, not conversation. If pub­
lished articles contain this level of 
sexist language, one can only wonder 
about the severity of the occurrence 
in oral communication where there is 
very little opportunity to correct 
unintended discriminatory language.
Furthermore, all published articles 
are subjected to different types and 
degrees of reviews: first by the 
author, by refereed reviewers in 
many cases, and at least by one 
editor. A 48% occurrence rate sug­
gests that authors, reviewers, and 
editors may be unaware of the 
negative real-world consequences of 
sexist language and, therefore, 
unconcerned about the importance 
of eliminating sexist language in the 
review process. This observation is 
supported by another study that 
surveyed journal editors. (Hull & 
Hicks, 1990).
As shown in Table 1, five of the six 
academic journals included at least 
one article containing sexist lan­
guage. In the nonacademic journals, 
every journal published at least one 
article with sexist language. Based 
on the nonacademic journals exam­
ined, there is no evidence that the 
editorial review process is concerned 
with eliminating language that is 
prejudicial to women. In the aca­
demic environment, however, it is 
possible that the review process in 
some journals may include guide­
lines concerning the improper use of 
sexist terms.
Conclusions
The results indicate that sexist 
language continues to be used in 
both academic and nonacademic 
journals despite the editorial review 
process. While an occasional oral 
reference may be excusable as 
accidental, the written word has 
ample opportunity to be purged of 
discriminatory language.
The use of degenderized terminol­
ogy has become widely accepted in 
recent years. In addition to the 
American Psychology Association, a 
number of other organizations such 
as the National Council of Teachers 
and the International Association of 
Business Communicators have 
adopted guidelines for nonsexist 
language. Many publishing firms 
require authors to write in nonsexist 
language. For example, Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich (1981, p. 24) warns 
authors to “avoid use of the generic 
he, his, or him... (because) it has the 
effect of excluding females.”
A 48% occurrence rate 
suggests that authors, 
reviewers, and editors may 
be unaware of the negative 
real-world consequences of 
sexist language and, 
therefore, unconcerned 
about the importance of 
eliminating sexist language 
in the review process.
The authors strongly believe that 
editors should be made aware of the 
damaging effects of sexist language. 
By accepting a paper for publication, 
editors overtly exhibit approval of the 
author’s writing style. Because 
inappropriate use of gender refer­
ences may limit aspirations and 
impede acceptance and progress of 
women within the profession, editors 
of accounting and business literature 
should serve as role models by 
adopting guidelines for eliminating 
sexist language.
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